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USE OF NAVAL FORCE IN CRISES:
A THEORY OF STRATIFIED CRISIS INTERACTION

Joseph Frederick Bouchard, Ph.D.
Stanford University, 1988

Previous studies of international crises have implicit-
ly viewed all of the political and military interactions
between the two sides as a single interaction sequence.

This fails to capture the complexity of crisis interaction
and crisis stability. The theory of stratified interaction
developed in this dissertation states that crisis
interaction occurs at three levels: political, strategic,
and tactical. Interactions at each level evolve separately
and can independently influence whether or not a crisis
escalates to war.

The objective is to develop a differentiated theory of
crisis interaction cast in the form of contingent generaliza-
tions that offer discriminating explanations for the
occurrence of crisis stability problems. The method of
structured, focused comparison is used to conduct empirical
research on two sets of historical cases. The first set
consists of four case studies of United States naval
operations in crises: the 1958 Taiwan Straits Crisis, the
1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, and
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the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. The second set consists of four
case studies of peacetime attacks on United States Navy
ships: the 1964 Tonkin Gulf Incidents, the 1967 Israeli
attack on the USS Liberty, the 1968 North Korean seizurc of
the USS Pueblo, and the 1987 Iraqgi attack on the USS Stark.
Structured comparison of these cases reveals that the
stratified interaction model provides an accurate descrip-
tion of international crises. Tactical-level interactions
normally are not under the direct direct control of national
leaders, and under certain conditions can become decoupled
from the political-military objectives and strategy of
national leaders. Five patterns of tactical-level interac-
tions are identified: parallel stratified interactions,
momentary decoupling, decoupling followed by disengagement,
decoupling followed by tactical-level escalation, and
decoupling causing escalation at the strategic or peclitical
levels. The factors that can cause decoupling of tactical-
level interactions and the factors that determine whether or
not decoupled interactions escalate uncontrollably to war
are identified. Additionally, three political-military
tensions that can arise in crises are identified: tension
between the needs of diplomatic bargaining and the needs of
military operations, tension between the need for top-level
coutrol of military operations and the need for tactical-
level flexibility and initiative, and tension between crisis
military operations and readiness for wartime missions.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Studies of international crises have repeatedly
concluded that the success of crisis management efforts is
critically dependent upon top-level political authorities
maintaining close control of the actions of their military
forces. This essential crisis management requirement has
been identified as a potentially serious problem area.

Several concerns have been raised: Preplanned
military operations and contingency plans may not be
appropriate for the unique circumstances of a particular
crisis, and may not support the political-diplomatic
strategy adopted by national leaders to resolve a crisis.
Delegated command of military operations could allow
unintended military incidents to occur, which the adversary
could misperceive as a deliberate escalation of the crisis
or signal of hostile intent. Military alerts ordered to
deter the adversary and increase the readiness of the armed
forces could set in motion a chain of events exceeding the
control of national leaders. Such problems are sources of
concern because they could cause national leaders to lose
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control of events in a crisis, starting an escalatory spiral
leading to war.1

On the other hand, some scholars believe that while
inadvertent military actions can contribute to crisis
management problems and the occurrence of inadvertent war,
attention should be focused on the political and psycho-
logical pressures on top-level decisionmakers. Thomas C.
Schelling, in a passage particularly relevant to this study,
has expressed such a view:

This is why there is a genuine risk of major war
not from "accidents" in the military machine but
through a diplomatic process of commitment that is
itself unpredictable. The unpredictability is not due
solely to what a destroyer commander might do at
midnight when he comes across a Soviet (or American)
freighter at sea, but to the psychological process by
which particular things become identified with courage
or appeasement or how particular thingszget included
in or left out of a diplomatic package.

Thus, there is disagreement among students of crisis and war

over the effects of inadvertent military incidents on crisis

1For examples of such concerns, see Alexander L.

George, David K. Hall, and William E. Simons, The Limits of
Coercive Diplomacy (New York: Little, Brown and Co., 1971),
p. 14; John Steinbruner, "An Assessment of Nuclear Crises,"
in Franklin Griffiths and John C. Polanyi, eds., The Dangers
of Nuclear War (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1980),
p. 40; Phil Williams, Crisis Management {(New York: John
Wiley, 1976), p. 202; Richard N. Lebow, Between Peace and
War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981),
p.287; Alexander L. George, "Crisis Management: The
Interaction of Political and Military Considerations,"
Survival 26 (September/October 1984), pp. 227-228; Scott D.
Sagan, "Nuclear Alerts and Crisis Management," International
Security 9 (Spring 1985): 99-139.

2Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1966), p. 93.




stability. Inadvertent military incidents are viewed as
dangerous in and of themselves because they can directly
trigger escalation, or, alternatively, are viewed as
dangerous because of the manner in which they can influence
the perceptions held by national leaders. This issue is of
practical relevance in crisis decisionmaking, as well as
being of theoretical interest in the study of international
crises.

The focus of this study is on the problems that can
arise when using military force as a political instrument in
crises. In an international crisis, military forces
commonly perform two missions: political signalling in
support of crisis bargaining, and preparing for localized
fighting and war should crisis management efforts fail.
Inadvertent escalation-—-any increase in the level or scope
of violence in a crisis that was not directly ordered by
national leaders or anticipated by them as being the likely
result of their orders--is a significant danger in these
circumstances. A distinction can be drawn between the
general political requirements of crisis management, such as
limiting political objectives and military means, and the
operational requirements of crisis management, such as

3

maintaining control of military operations. The focus of

this study is on the operational requirements of crisis

3This distinction pointed out to the author by
Alexander L. George.
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management.4 The use of United States naval forces in four
crises that occurred since the end of World War II will be
examined to develop contingent generalizations on crisis
military interaction.

In the introduction to his study of international
crises, Richard N. Lebow discusses the distinction long made
between the underlying causes of war, the long-term sources
of hostility and tension, and the immediate causes of war,
the particular events, such as a crisis, sparking a war.
Lebow argues that, while students of international relations
since Thucydides have focused on underlying causes,
immediate causes are at least as important as underlying
causes, in that immediate causes can determine whether or
not war erupts from the underlying hostility and tension.5
This study starts from the premise that Lebow is correct,
that immediate causes are important for understanding how
and why wars occur.

The causes of war can be viewed as falling on a time-
span spectrum, with long-term underlying causes working
their effects over years, decades or even centuries toward
the left end, and immediate causes occurring over days or

weeks toward the right end. The underlying causes toward

48cott Sagan refers to this as the operational
dimension of crisis management. See Sagan, "Managing
Strategic Nuclear Alert Operations," (Santa Monica, CA:
Rand, forthcoming 1988).

5Lebow, pp. 1-4.
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the left end of the spectrum include the structure of the
international system, history, culture, economic development
and resources, ideology., geography, and military technol-
ogy. System structure has a strong influence on how "war-
prone" international politics are at a given time.
Historical, cultural, economic, and ideological variables
help to shape the political framework within which rivalries
arise between particular nations and contribute to the
intensity of the hostility and tensions between them.
Geographic factors, and the state of military technology
shape the strategic relationships between nations and
contribute to the level of tensions between them.

This study will be addressing causes of war at the far
right end of that spectrum--events occurring over hours, or
even just minutes at the speed of modern warfare. There is
no intent to slight the importance of underlying causes or
longer-term immediate causes, which arrange the political
and strategic circumstances for war to occur. Rather, the
intent is to supplement those causes with greater under-
standing of how military interactions in a crisis could
inadvertently trigger war.

One of the fundamental problems in international
relations is to identify the necessary and sufficient
conditions for war to occur. This study makes two
assumptions on the necessary and sufficient conditions for

war. The first is that an international environment marked
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by confrontation over national interests, hostility, and
tension--all arising from the underlying causes of war--are
a necessary condition for war to arise from a crisis. The
implication of this assumption is that inadvertent military
incidents will not spark escalation leading to war in the
absence of confrontation, hostility and tensions. This
study thus focuses on inadvertent escalation arising under
conditions of acute international crises, when the necessary
condition for war are present.

The second assumption is that the underlying causes of
war are not sufficient conditions for war. War can be
avoided even under conditions of confrontation, hostility,
and tension so long as national leaders on each side are
willing to continue bargaining with the other side, are
willing to sacrifice certain interests in order to protect
or advance others, and perceive that the other side intends
to continue bargaining rather than resort to war. This
suggests that a number of factors can provide conditions
sufficient for war once the necessary conditions are
present. Examples include a belief that vital national
interests cannot be protected through bargaining, an
unwillingness to concede some interests to protect others
(perhaps because the price would be too high or domestic
political repercussions too severe), a misperception that
the other side will not bargain seriously or intends to

resort to war at an opportune moment, and loss of control
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over military operations. These factors can give rise to
either deliberate decisions to go to war or to inadvertent
war. The immediate causes of war can thus provide
sufficient conditions for war if the necessary conditions
are present. The focus of this study is on a specific
subset of the immediate causes of war: those arising from
interaction of the military forces of the two sides and
resulting in inadvertent escalation to war.

The remainder of this introduction will present a
brief critique of the literature on crises and crisis
management, an overview of the theory being proposed, the
research design, the historical cases and case selection

criteria, and a summary of the organization of the study.

Critique of Crisis Theories

The existing literature on crises and crisis manage-
ment has three serious weaknesses. First, the various
political and military interactions that occur between the
two sides in a crisis are assessed in the context of an
implicit single interaction sequence model of-crises.
Second, the frequently observed phenomenon of United States
leaders exercising close control over military operations in
crises, combined with a lack of familiarity with military
command and control procedures, has produced an erroneous
view of the manner in which military forces are controlled

in crises. Third, and derived from the two previous




weaknesses, the concept of crisis stability is poorly
developed and there is a poor understanding of the
escalation processes that could cause a crisis to escalate
to war. These three weaknesses in the crisis management
literature are discussed in Chapter II. They are summarized
here to provide an overview of the study.

The first weakness is that previous studies of inter-
national crises have implicitly viewed the various political
and military interactions that occur between the two sides
as a single interaction sequence. The flow of events in a
crisis is viewed as a single sequence of actions and
reactions. A consequence of this perspective is the
implicit assumption that all the actions taken by a nation
during a crisis either are ordered by national leaders in
pursuit of their policy objectives, or should not have
occurred and therefore represent a loss of control over
events. Under the single interaction sequence model of
crisis interaction, a policy objective desirable for
avoiding war--control of crisis military operations by top-
level political authorities--is treated as the norm against
which actual crisis management efforts are compared. The
occurrence of military interactions not directly controlled
by national leaders is then viewed as a potentially
dangerous breakdown of crisis management.

The single interaction sequence model does not

accurately describe international crises. What actually




9
occurs is multiple interaction sequences that only partially
influence each other. Multiple interaction sequences,
evolving simultaneously but semi-independently, arise when
national leaders do not make all operational decisions
themselves, but must delegate significant decisionmaking
authority to subordinates. This is the basis for the
stratified interaction model of international crises,
described in detail in Chapter III.

The second weakness in the crisis management
literature is that it is based on an erroneous view of the
manner in which military forces are controlled in crises.
This apparently resulted from the frequently observed
phenomenon of United States leaders exercising closz control
over military operations in crises, combined with a lack of
familiarity with military command and control procedures.
The crisis management literature typically describes the
control of crisis military operations as being highly
centralized, with top-level civilian authorities exercising
direct control--in contrast to routine peacetime operations,
which are described as highly decentralized and having
little involvement of civilian political authorities. This
description fails to grasp the true complexity of military
command and control, leading to inaccurate assessments of
the crisis management problems arising from the employment
of military forces in crises and how those problems can

affect crisis stability.
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Even in crises, military commanders are delegated
significant authority to make operational decisions on the
employment of their forces--including decisions on the use
of force. Under certain circumstances military commanders
can use conventional weapons without seeking permission from
higher authorities. The scope of their authority is spelled
out in a variety of documents, which collectively will be
referred to as mechanisms of indirect control. There are
even provisions for commanders to act contrary to their
written instructions when circumstances dictate.

Although some scholars have recognized that these
features exist in the United States military command and
control system, the actual complexity of that system has not
been reflected in the literature on crisis management. The
literature is founded on a simple distinction between policy-
making and policy implementation, and turns to concepts such
as bureaucratic politics and organizational process to
explain why actions are taken that were not ordered by
national leaders. This fails to recognize that military
commanders at all levels in the chain of command have
important policy-making roles and are not simply bureaucrats
executing policy decisions. Thus, an understanding of the
mechanisms through which authority to make operational
decisions is delegated to military commanders is essential
for accurately assessing the crisis management problems that

arise when military forces are employed in crises.
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The third weakress in the crisis management literature
is that the concept of crisis stability is poorly developed
and there is a poor understanding of the escalation
processes that could cause a crisis to escalate to war.
Crisis stability is viewed as being primarily a function of
weapons technology, particularly the degree to which it
gives an advantage to the offense. Lacking is an
appreciation of the operational factors that affect crisis
stability once a decision is made to employ military forces
in a crisis. The escalation processes that could cause a
crisis to escalate to war are also poorly developed.
Although there is growing concern over inadvertent or
accidental war, these concepts are not well defined and the
scenarios in which they could occur lack plausibility.
Crisis military operations can indeed trigger or contribute
to an escalatory process leading to war, but the manner in
which they do so are subtle and complex--and best understood
in the context of stratified interactions.

To summarize, the weaknesses in the crisis management
literature are an implicit and misleading single interaction
sequence model of the political and military interactions
that occur in a crisis, an erroneous view of the manner in
which military forces are controlled in crises, and poor
development of the concept of crisis stability and the
escalation processes that could cause a crisis to

inadvertently escalate to war.
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Overview of Concepts and Theory

Three central concepts form the foundation for this
study: stratified interaction, stratified crisis stability,
and the tensions that arise from the interaction of
political and military objectives in a crisis. The theory
and its corollaries are developed and explained in detail in
Chapter III. They are summarized here to provide an
overview of the concepts presented in the research design.

The scope of this study is limited to international
crises in which two fundamental conditions are present: The
first is that both sides in a crisis seek to protect or
advance vital national interests and, conversely, have
vital interests at stake that they are unwilling to
sacrifice for the purpose of avoiding war. Both sides thus
take military actions intended to support crisis bargaining
and to counter military moves by the other side. The second
assumption is that neither side desires war as the outcome
of the crisis. National leaders on each side limit their
objectives and restrain their military moves to avoid being
misperceived by the other side as intending to launch a
war. Both sides thus seek to avoid inadvertent escalation
of the crisis while deterring escalation by the other side.
When both of these conditions are met, the primary danger is
of war arising from inadvertent escalation. These
conditions and the nature of international crises are

discussed in detail in Chapter II.
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The theory of stratified interaction states that,
given conditions of delegated control, tight horizontal
coupling between the military forces of the two sides, and
acute crisis, interactions between the two sides will be
stratified in three levels: political, strategic and
tactical. The first corollary to the theory is that
tactical-level interactions can become decoupled from the
political-military objectives of national leaders. The term
decoupled is used to mean that vertical command and control
links to operational military forces at the scene of a
crisis are severed or otherwise fail to ensure that tactical-
level decisionmaking supports the crisis management strategy
of national leaders. Decoupling occurs to the extent that
operational decisions on the employment of military forces
made at the strategic and tactical levels differ from the
operational decisions political level decisionmakers would
have made to coordinate those military actions with their
political-diplomatic strategy for resolving the crisis.
This is an inductive theory arrived at through empirical
historical research into crisis interactions.

Crisis stability exists to the extent that neither
side has an incentive to strike the first military blow.
The crisis security dilemma is that, in a crisis, many of
the actions a state takes to increase its security and
improve its bargaining position decrease the security of the

adversary. The theory of stratified interaction directly
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affects this dilemma. The stratified crisis security
dilemma is that, in a crisis, the security dilemma is
stratified, arising from the interaction processes occurring
separately at each of the three levels, and affecting the
likelihood of violence separat<.y at each level. This in
turn leads to the concept of stratified escalation dynamics:
in an acute crisis, in which tactical-level interaction
between the two sides has become decoupled from direct
control by national leaders, the security dilemma, operating
separately at the tactical level, can trigger an escalatory
spiral, which under certain circumstances can cause the
crisis to escalate uncontrollably to war. Identifying those
circumstances is a primary objective of this study.

An important issue is whether these phenomena--
stratified interaction, decoupling of tactical-level
interactions, and stratified crisis stability--are strictly
symmetrical or can also be asymmetrical. That is, must the
conditions necessary for these phenomena to occur be present
on both sides in a crisis, or can can the phenomena arise
when the conditions are present on only one side. This
issue will be addressed in the empirical research on the
theory, but the focus of the study will be on the United
States and the role of U.S. forces in crises. The
preliminary assessment is that stratified interaction tends
to be symmetrical (both sides in a crisis normally

experience the conditions for stratification), but that
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decoupling and stratified crisis stability can be either
symmetrical or asymmetrical. This has important
implications for crisis management: war could arise through
a process in which one side has lost effective control of
its forces and is experiencing inadvertent escalation, while
the other side retains control over its forces and is
deliberately escalating the level of violence. This is
probably a more likely and dangerous scenario than one in
which symmetrical decoupling occurs and both sides
experience inadvertent escalation.

Another aspect of crisis stability is the danger of
misperception under conditions of stratified interaction.
The concept of the misperception dilemma describes the
inadvertent results that can occur when military forces are
used for signalling in a crisis. When signalling
adversaries, the dilemma is between inadvertent signals of
hostility and inadvertent signals of acquiescence. When
signalling an ally or friend, the misperception dilemma is
between inadvertent signals of encouragement and inadvertent
signals of retrenchment. Given stratified interactions,
then perceptions of the adversary can also be stratified,
with different perceptions being held at different levels of
interaction. Misperceptions can arise at one level without
other levels necessarily being aware ¢of them, providing a
mechanism by which stratified interactions can become

decoupled.
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The interaction of political and military considera-
tions when military force is employed as a political
instrument in crises will be a central focus of the study.
The interactions generate what will be described as
political-military tensions--actual and potential conflicts
between political and military considerations which force
decisionmakers, either knowingly or tacitly, to make trade-
offs among individually important but mutually incompatible
objectives. These political-military tensions, which can
give rise to difficult policy dilemmas in a crisis, are
inherent in the use of force as a political instrument under
conditions of stratified interaction.

There are three political-military tensions. The
first is tension between political considerations and the
needs of diplomatic bargaining, on the one hand, and
military considerations and the needs of military
operations, on the other. The second is tension between the
need for top-level control of military options in a crisis,
and the need for tactical flexibility and instantaneous
decisionmaking at the scene of the crisis. The third is
tension between performance of crisis political missions and
readiness to perform wartime combat missions. These three
tensions between political and military considerations
affect the degree to which stratified interactions become
decoupled in a crisis, thus having a significant impact on

crisis decisionmaking and crisis stability.
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Research Desig:

There is an inherent element of randomness and
unpredictability in the occurrence of war that structural or
system-level theories cannot eliminate or define out of
existence. Addressing the immediate causes of war gets at
that element of randomness and unpredictability, allowing
identification of various sets of specific circumstances in
which the probability of war is increased--which is both
theoretically significant and policy relevant. This study
will examine a particular subset of the immediate causes of
war, those arising from the use of force as a political
instrument in crises.

The type of theory this study seeks to develop is what
Alexander L. George describes as a "differentiated" theory,
an explanatory theory cast in the form of contingent
generalizations and offering discriminating explanations for
the occurrence of a phenomenon. Contingent generalizations
are regularities that occur only under certain specific
conditions. Collectively they offer a differentiated
typology of situations in which the phenomenon of interest
manifests itself. The objective of a differentiated theory
is to identify the variety of different causal patterns that
can occur for the phenomenon, and the conditions under which
each distinctive causal pattern occurs. The value of a

differentiated theory is that it has greater policy
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relevance than theories cast in the form of probabilistic
generalizations, providing policy-makers a means of
diagnosing the significance of specific situations.6

The nature of the phenomena being addressed dictate a
focus on decisionmaking and the details of how crisis
military operations are controlled. This, in turn, requires
a research design in which a small number of cases are
examined in detail using the method of structured focused
comparison, rather than a research design using a large
number of cases and statistical methods to identify
significant variables. The purpose of structured comparison
of a small number of cases is to reveal the different causal
patterns that can occur for the phenomena, and the
conditions under which each distinctive causal pattern
occurs.7

The dependent variable is whether on not inadvertent
escalation occurs in an international crisis. For the
purposes of this study, inadvertent escalation will be
defined as any increase in the level or scope of violence in

a crisis that was not directly ordered by national leaders

6Alexander L. George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in
American Foreign Policy: Theory and Practice (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1974), pp. 509-512; Alexander L.
George, "Case Studies and Theory Development: The Method of
Structured, Focused Comparison," in Paul Gordon, ed.,
Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy
(New York: The Free Press, 1979), pp. 59-60.

71bia.
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or anticipated by them as being the likely result of their
orders. The specific phenomena to be explained in this
study are the interaction of military forces in crises and
the impact of such interactions on crisis stability.

Empirical research on the use of United States naval
forces in crises will used to develop a set of contingent
generalizations explaining three aspects of the theory: (a)
the conditions under which crisis interactions become
stratified and decoupled, (b) the conditions under which
tensions between political and diplomatic objectives arise
and affect crisis decisionmaking in particular ways, and {(c)
the conditions that prevent stratified escalation dynamics
from occurring. The analysis will define discrete patterns
of tactical-level crisis interaction, each associated with a
particular causal pattern. Because the patterns of tactical-
level interaction are arrived at empirically, the patterns
identified in this study probably will not cover the
universe of interaction patterns--additional patterns could
well be identified through further empirical research.

The research design is divided into three phases. The
first phase will be an examination of the mechanisms of
delegated command, the nature of tactical-level military
interactions, and the use of United States naval forces as a
political instrument. These topics address some of the
greatest weaknesses in the crisis management literature.

The purpose of this phase of the research is to clarify
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existing concepts and, when necessary, to present new
concepts of crisis military operations before commencing the
case studies. This first phase of the research design will
encompass Chapters IV, V, and VI.

The second phase of the research design will consist
of a structured focused comparison of four cases in which
United States naval forces were employed in crises: the 1958
Taiwan Straits Crisis, the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the
1967 Middle East War, and the 1973 Middle East War. The
purpose of this phase will be to develop contingent
generalizations on the theory of stratified interaction.
This second phase of the research will be presented in
Chapter VII.

To develop the contingent generalizations, eight
questions addressing specific aspects of the theory will be
answered through structured focused comparison. The first
three questions address the conditions necessary for
stratified interaction to occur: delegated control, tight
coupling, and acute crisis.

Question 1. To what degree were interactions between
the forces of the two sides at the scene of the crisis the
result of actions taken in accordance with mechanisms of
delegated control, rather than direct control by national
leaders? If direct control was attempted, to what degree
were national leaders able to exercise constant, real-time,

positive control of operational decisions? If direct
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control was nominally in effect but not in fact being
exercised on a real-time basis, to what degree did on-scene
commanders re.y on guidance in mechanisms of delegated
control relative to the direct guidance they received?

Question 2. Were the forces of the two sides at the
scene of the crisis tightly coupled? Were on-scene
(tactical level) commanders vertically integrated with
sensors providing sufficient information on the adversary's
on-scene forces to allow them to develop a picture of the
adversary's moves and intentions independent of information
provided to national leaders? Were tactical moves by each
side quickly detected by the other side, prompting on-scene
commanders to make (or request authorization to make)
counter moves in order to preserve or improve their tactical
situation?

Question 3. Were the forces of the two sides being
used by their national leaders as a political instrument to
convey deterrent or compellent military threats toward the
other side in support of crisis bargaining? Were the forces
of the two sides engaged in a test of capabilities under
restrictive ground rules as a result of a challenge to a
commitment being met by an effort to defeat that challenge
without escalation? To what degree did interactions Lbetween
the on-scene forces of the two sides influence the
perceptions held by national leaders of the probability of

war breaking out?
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The fourth question addresses the first corollary to
the theory of stratified interaction, that interactions can
become decoupled in a crisis. There are seven potential
causes of decoupling: communications and information flow
problems, impairment of political-level decisionmaking, a
fast-paced tactical environment, ambiguous or ambivalent
orders, tactically inappropriate orders, inappropriate
guidance in mechanisms of indirect control, and deliberate
unauthorized actions by military commanders. More than one
of these factors can occur simultaneously, further
increasing the likelihood of unexpected escalation. The
causes of decoupling are explained in Chapter III.

To establish that stratified interactions became
decoupled in a crisis requires two findings: The first is
that one or more of the seven seven potential causes of
decoupling was present, creating opportunities for
decoupling to occur. The second, and usually more difficult
to establish, finding is that operational decisions made by
tactical-level decisionmakers differed from the decisions
that political-level decisionmakers probably would have made
in order to coordinate those actions with their political-
diplomatic strategy for resolving the crisis.

Question 4. Did interactions at the tactical and
political levels become decoupled during the crisis? Did
any of the potential causes of decoupling arise during the

crisis? If conditions for decoupling existed, did national
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leaders perceive the operational decisions made by the on-
scene commander as interfering with or not supporting their
political-diplomatic strategy for resolving the crisis? 1If
momentary decoupling occurred in the crisis, was direct
command immediately reimposed or 4id it initiate a decoupled
interaction sequence?

The fifth question addresses the second corcllary to
the theory of stratified interaction, that the security
dilemma is stratified in crises. The implication of this is
that decisionmakers at the political and tactical levels can
hold different perceptions of the offense-defense balance,
vulnerability to preemption, and the need to strike first.

Question 5. Did national leaders and on-scene
commanders hold different perceptions of the vulnerability
of on-scene forces to preemption and the need to strike
first in the event of an armed clash? Did actions taken
with on-scene forces by national leaders for political
signaling purposes generate tactical situations in which the
on-scene commander perceived a vulnerability to preemption
and a need to strike first should an armed clash erupt? Did
actions taken for political purposes prompt the adversary's
forces to take compensatory actions to reduce their
vulnerability or to improve their ability to strike first?

The sixth question addresses the third corollary to
the theory of stratified interaction, that escalation

dynamics can be stratified in a crisis. A limitation
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imposed on this study by the circumstances of post-World War
II history is that no crises during the period escalated to
a war in which the United States was a participant.8 The
absence of cases resulting in war precludes using the
outcomes of the crises, in the sense of whether or not war
occurred and the manner in which crises escalate to war, as
dependeﬂt variables. Thus, the research design cannot
address what would otherwise be the most interesting
question, the circumstances under which decoupled,
stratified interactions generate stratified escalation
dynamics leading uncontrollably to war. Although this
question cannot be addressed directly, research will be done
to identify conditions which may have inhibited stratified
escalation dynamics from occurring.

Question 6. When stratified interactions become
decoupled, what factors inhibit escalation dynamics from
occurring at the tactical level? When tactical-level
interactions do begin escalating, what factors inhibit

escalation dynamics from being transmitted upward to the

81 exclude the 1964 Tonkin Gulf Incident as a crisis
that escalated to war because the incident did not lead to
immediate and sustained U.S. intervention in the war.
Although the U.S. commenced bombing North Vietnam after the
incident, the bombings were in retaliation for subsequent
attacks on U.S. forces in the South. Significant escalation
of the U.S. role in the war, in the form of ground combat
troops, did not occur until seven months after the Tonkin
Gulf Incident. The decisions to escalate the U.S. role were
made after months of deliberation, not under conditions of
crisis as defined in this study.
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strategic and political levels of interaction? Under what
circumstances could these escalation-inhibiting factors
break down, allowing a crisis to escalate uncontrollably to
war?

The seventh question addresses the crisis management
problems that arise when military forces are used as a
political instrument in crises: the misperception dilemma
and inadvertent military incidents.

Question 7. Did actions taken with military forces
send inadvertent signals of hostility or acquiescence to
adversaries, or inadvertent signals of encouragement or
retrenchment to allies and friends? Were national leaders
aware of the possibility of their military actions being
misperceived and did this affect their decisionmaking? Did
inadvertent military incidents occur and how did they affect
efforts to manage the crisis? Under what circumstances did
the inadvertent incidents occur and what factors contributed
to their occurrence? Were national leaders aware of the
possibility of inadvertent incidents and did this affect
their decisionmaking?

The eighth question addresses the three tensions
between political and military considerations that arise
when military forces are used as a political instrument in
crises: tension between political considerations and the
needs of diplomatic bargaining, on the one hand, and mili-

tary considerations and the needs of military operations, on
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the other; tension between the need for top-level control of
military options in a crisis, and the need for tactical
flexibility and instantaneous decisijonmaking at the scene of
the crisis; and tension between performance of crisis
political missions and readiness to perform wartime combat
missions. Although the first source of tension (political
versus military considerations) tends to pit military men
against their civilian superiors, these tensions are not
simply issues of civil-military relations. The second
source of tension (level of operational control) can
generate disputes between military commanders at the
political, strategic, and tactical levels. The third source
of tension (crisis missions versus readiness for wartime
missions) involves significant conflicts between crisis
military objectives and wartime military objectives, as well
as conflicts between crisis political objectives and wartime
military objectives. But all three tensions arise from the
requirements of crisis management, the essence of which is
placing political constraints on military operations.

Question 8. Did tensions arise between political
considerations and the needs of diplomatic bargaining, on
the one hand, and military considerations and the needs of
military operations, on the other? Did tensions arise
between the need for direct, positive, top-level control of
military operations, and the need for tactical flexibility

and instantaneous decisionmaking at the scene of the
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crisis? Did tensions arise between performance of crisis
missions and maintaining or increasing readiness to perform
wartime missions? If any of these three tensions arose, how
did they affect political-level and tactical-level
decisionmaking? Are such tensions related to decoupling of
stratified interactions and the occurrence of stratified
escalation dynamics?

The third phase of the research design will consist of
a structured, focused comparison of four cases in which a
U.S. Navy ship was attacked during peacetime or crisis
operations: the 1964 Tonkin Gulf Incidents, the 1967 Israeli
attack on the USS Liberty, the 1968 North Korean seizure of
the USS Pueblo, and the 1987 Iraqi attack on the USS Stark.
Peacetime attacks on Navy ships are a particular concern due
to their escalatory potential (which is discussed in the
following section). The purpose of this phase will be to
;trther develop and refine contingent generalizations on the
theory of stratified interaction. The focus will be on how
the naval and military chain of command reacted to the
attack and whether or not crisis management problems arose
from that reaction. The third phase will be presented in
Chapter VIII.

To further develop the contingent generalizations,
four of the previous eight questions will again be answered
in a structured, focused comparison. The four questions

address decoupling of stratified interactions, stratified
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escalation dynamics, misperceptions, and political-military
ctensions.

Question 1. Did interactions at the tactical and
political levels become decoupled during or after the attack
on the Navy ship? Did conditions for decoupling arise
during the crisis? If conditions for decoupling existed,
did national leaders perceive the operational decisions made
by the on-scene commander as interfering with or not
supporting their political-diplomatic strategy for dealing
with the attack? If momentary decoupling occurred in the
crisis, was direct command immediately reimposed or did it
initiate a decoupled interaction sequence?

Question 2. When stratified interactions become
decoupled, what factors inhibit escalation dynamics from
occurring at the tactical level? When tactical-level
interactions do begin escalating in violence, what factors
inhibit escalation dynamics from being transmitted upward to
the strategic and political levels of interaction? Under
what circumstances could these escalation-inhibiting factors
fail, allowing a crisis to escalate uncontrollably to war?

Question 3. Did actions taken with military forces
send inadvertent signals of hostility or acquiescence to
adversaries, or inadvertent signals of encouragement or
retrenchment to allies and friends? Were national leaders
aware of the possibility of their military actions being

misperceived and did this affect their decisionmaking? Did
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inadvertent military incidents occur and how did they affect
efforts to manage the crisis? Under what circumstances did
the inadvertent incidents occur and what factors contributed
to their occurrence? Were national leaders aware of the
possibility of inadvertent incidents and did this affect
their decisionmaking?

Question 4. Did tensions arise between political
considerations and the needs of diplomatic bargaining, on
the one hand, and military considerations and the needs of
military operations, on the other? Did tensions arise
between the need for direct, positive, top-level control of
military operations, and the need for tactical flexibility
and instantaneous decisionmaking at the scene of the
crisis? Did tensions arise between performance of crisis
missions and maintaining or increasing readiness to perform
wartime missions? If any of these three tensions arose, how
did they affect political-level and tactical-level decision-
making? Are such tensions related to decoupling of
stratified interactions and the occurrence of stratified

escalation dynamics?

Focus on Naval Forces

As was noted in the research design, the cases to be
examined all concern the use of United States naval forces
as a political instrument in crises and peacetime attacks on

U.S. Navy ships. There are four reasons for this. First,
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of the branches of the U.S. armed forces, the Navy is the
service called upon most often to respond to crises. The
Navy is on the cutting edge of crisis management. Second,
American leaders and many analysts perceive naval forces as
having important advantages over other types of forces for
crisis response. Third, in spite of the frequency of use
and perceived advantages of naval forces, some U.S. Navy
officers and civilian analysts feel that the role of naval
forces as a political instrument is not well understood.
Fourth, some analysts believe that naval forces have a
greater escalatory potential than do other forces.

Naval forces have long had an important role in the
foreign policies of maritime nations. The United States
Navy in particular has often been called on to serve as an
instrument of national policy. Data on the employment of
the U.S. armed forces as a political instrument collected by
Barry M. Blechman and Stephen S. Kaplan show that U.S. Navy
units were employed in 177 of 215 incidents (83%) between
1945 and 1975, while a follow-on study by Philip D. Zelikow
found that U.S. Navy units were employed in 31 of 44
incidents (70%) between 1975 and 1982.° The U.S. Navy
supports peacetime foreign policy objectives through a

variety of missions, ranging from routine port visits and

9Barry M. Blechman and Stephen S. Kaplan, Force

Without War (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1978),
Pp. 38-44; Philip D. Zelikow, "Force Without War, 1975-82.,"
Journal of Strategic Studies 7 (March 1984): 29-54.
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"showing the flag," to presence in strength at the scene of
a conflict and retaliatory attacks against hostile nations.

Wartime combat missions are the fundamental raison d'etre of

navies, but peacetime political missions are their most
common employment.

The U.S. Navy is the branch of the armed forces most
commonly employed as a political instrument due to naval
forces being perceived as having several inherent advantages
for that role. The greatest advantage of naval forces stems
from the medium in which they operate: naval vessels are
free to roam the high seas (the oceans outside of
territorial waters) without restrictions, asserting freedom
of the seas--a principle well-established in international
law.lo The ability of naval forces to establish a visible
U.S. presence in international waters near the scene of a
crigis without intruding into disputed territory or
immediate need of politically sensitive shore bases is an
advantage not shared by land-based forces. The oceans
provide naval forces with wide geographic reach, only the

few nations without sea coasts and beyond the reach of

carier aircraft are not readily influenced by sea power.

1°Laurence W. Martin, The Sea in Modern Strategy (New
York: Praeger, 1967), p. 67; Ken Booth, Navies and Foreign
Policy (New York: Crane Russak, 1977), pp. 33-35; Hedley
Bull, "Sea Power and Political Influence,” in Jonathan
Alford, ed., Sea Power and Influence: 01d Issues and New
Challenges (London: International Institute for Strategic
Studies, 1980), p. 8.
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The mobility and flexibility of naval forces are
assets highly valued by national leaders. Naval forces are
readily moved to a tension area, maneuvered to signal inten-
tions and resolve, and withdrawn when U.S. objectives are
achieved. Endurance, the ability to remain on station in a
tension area for a prolonged period of time, is another
important attribute of naval forces. The endurance of naval
forces allows national leaders to send Navy ships to a
tension area and then wait and see what develops. Although
naval forces in a presence role serve primarily as a visible
symbol of U.S. power and influence, their combat strength is
a central element in their role. The ability of naval
forces to project power ashore on short notice with naval
gunfire, carrier airpower, cruise missiles, and Marine
troops provides national leaders with a wide range of mili-
tary options for conveying carefully crafted threats in
support of diplomatic bargaining. Equally important, these
combat capabilities also provide options for seeking a mili-

tary solution to the crisis should it become necessary.11

11James Cable, Gunboat Diplomacy, 1919-1979, Second
Edition (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1981), p. 67; Edward
N. Luttwak, The Political Uses of Sea Power (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), p. 1. For an illus-
tration of the range of options that naval forces provide
the President in a crisis, see Floyd D. Kennedy, Jr.'s
description of the 1958 Taiwan Straits Crisis in "The
Creation of the Cold 